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Abstract
This study examined grandchildren's use of relational maintenance behaviors when interacting with their
grandparents and how these behaviors are associated with grandchildren's perceived communication
satisfaction with their grandparents and grandparent provision of communication-based emotional support.
Undergraduate students (N = 238) reported on their relationships with the grandparent with whom they had the
most recent interaction. Results indicate that grandchildren use (in descending order) the positivity, conflict
management, tasks, assurances, networks, advice, and openness relational maintenance behaviors. Perceived

grandparent provision of communication-based emotional support and grandchildren communication
satisfaction with grandparents were directly and positively related to grandchildren's use of relational
maintenance behaviors.
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College Students' Use of Relational Maintenance Behaviors With Their
Grandparents
The grandchild–grandparent (GC–GP) relationship is a close relationship (Lin & Harwood, [22]) that is important
to the grandchild (Hartshorne & Manaster, [9]). In fact, Kornhaber ([21]) concluded that, for children, the GC–GP
relationship is the second-most important emotional bond next to the parent–child relationship. Yet, this
relationship remains largely understudied by family communication scholars (Soliz, Lin, Anderson, & Harwood,
[37]).
Among young adult college students, more than 70% report having at least one living grandparent (Hartshorne
& Manaster, [9]), most of whom are grandmothers between the ages of 66 and 75 years (Hoffman, [15]).
Despite the geographical distance that exists while grandchildren attend college, students still maintain
relationships with their grandparents (Hartshorne & Manaster). Whereas early GC–GP research (Hartshorne &
Manaster) indicates that most GC–GP interactions occur face to face, more recent research suggests that
telephone conversations are the most frequent form of GC–GP interactions when grandchildren attend college
(Harwood, [10]), although the use of e-mail is becoming increasingly popular in GC–GP interactions (Holladay &
Seipke, [17]). Other GC–GP interactions occur during social events including other family members or relatives,
such as family gatherings and visits with friends and relatives (Brussoni & Boon, [1]). During these interactions,
grandparents influence grandchildren's family values, moral beliefs, educational beliefs, and work ethics; they
also enhance grandchildren's understanding of their family history (Brussoni & Boon).
Not surprisingly, then, grandchildren report that they feel close to their grandparents (Hodgson, [14]; Kennedy,
[20]; Lin & Harwood, [22]). Feelings of closeness, however, are dependent on several factors, such as
grandparent biological sex and geographical distance. For instance, grandchildren feel closer to grandmothers
than to grandfathers and they feel closer to maternal grandparents than to paternal grandparents (Hartshorne
& Manaster, [9]; Hoffman, [15]). Grandchildren also feel stronger emotional ties to grandparents who live in
close proximity than they do to grandparents who live farther away (Folwell & Grant, [7]; Hodgson, [14]). In
addition, grandchildren report feeling emotionally closer to grandparents who are more involved in their lives
than they do to those who are less involved (Holladay et al., [16]); in particular, attending family events, as well
as grandchildren's athletic competitions and graduations appear to be particularly important (Harwood, [11]; Lin
& Harwood, [22]). As such, grandchildren who spend time with their grandparents feel emotionally closer to
them, report greater feelings of knowing them, and are more influenced by them than grandchildren who spend
less time with their grandparents (Kennedy, [20]).
For the GC–GP relationship to sustain itself, it is necessary for both grandparents and grandchildren to engage in
attempts to maintain their relationship. One way in which family members maintain their family relationships is
through the use of relational maintenance behaviors (Serewicz, Dickson, Morrison, & Poole, [35]). Relational
maintenance behaviors, which refer to actions and the activities in which individuals engage to sustain relational
definitions (Canary & Stafford, [2]), are used in sibling relationships (Mikkelson, [25]; Myers & Members of COM
200, [30]; Myers & Weber, [31]) and the parent–child relationship (Myers & Glover, [28]; Vogl-Bauer, Kalbfleisch,

& Beatty, [40]). These relational maintenance behaviors include positivity, openness, assurances, networks,
tasks, conflict management, and advice (Stafford & Canary, [38]; Stafford, Dainton, & Haas, [39]). Positivity
involves communicating with relational partners in a cheerful and optimistic manner. Openness refers to
speaking directly with relational partners about the relationship. Assurances indicate that relational partners are
willing to continue their involvement in the relationship. Networks refers to the group of friends and family
members that relational partners have in common. Tasks consists of the chores and duties relational partners
are expected to complete due to their involvement in the relationship. Conflict management requires relational
partners to resolve conflict in an understanding and patient manner. Advice involves providing social support to
a relational partner (Stafford et al., [39]).
Extant research indicates that grandchildren are motivated to communicate with their grandparents (Dunleavy
& Martin, [4]) and to maintain relationships with their grandparents (Hartshorne & Manaster, [9]). To date,
researchers have not explored the extent to which relational maintenance behaviors are used in the GC–GP
relationship. Because the literature suggests that grandchildren not only participate actively in the GC–GP
relationship, but that they also find value in maintaining their GC–GP relationship, it is likely that grandchildren
report using relational maintenance behaviors with their grandparents. To corroborate these suggestions and
extend the research conducted on the use of relational maintenance behaviors in the family, the following
research question is posed:
RQ1: To what extent do grandchildren use relational maintenance behaviors to maintain their
relationships with their grandparents?
Because grandchildren often view their grandparents as loving, helpful, comforting (Kennedy, [19]), and
supportive (Soliz, [36]), it is likely that grandchildren perceive that their grandparents provide them with
communication-based emotional support. Communication-based emotional support is conceptualized as the
verbal and nonverbal expressions of concern, compassion, and sympathy that individuals provide by listening
and offering suggestions and advice (Cohen & Wills, [3]; Weber, Johnson, & Corrigan, [41]; Weber & Patterson,
[41]). In several interpersonal relationships, the provision of communication-based emotional support is
associated positively with relational solidarity (Weber & Patterson, [41]), feelings of being understood, trust
(Weber et al., [41]), commitment (Merolla, [23]; Rittenour, Myers, & Brann, [34]), provision of practical and
financial assistance (Rittenour & Martin, [32]), and lower stress levels (Cohen & Wills, [3]). Because the
recipients of communication-based emotional support associate support with positive relational and personal
outcomes, it seems likely that grandchildren may use relational maintenance behaviors with their grandparents
when they perceive their grandparents as providing communication-based emotional support. To explore this
notion, the following hypothesis is posited:
H1: According to grandchildren, their use of relational maintenance behaviors will be related directly to
perceived grandparent provision of communication-based emotional support.
Whether grandchildren choose to maintain their relationships with their grandparents also may be associated
with their communication satisfaction. Communication satisfaction, which is conceptualized as the positive
affect an individual receives from a communicative event that fulfilled expectations (Hecht, [12]), is related
positively to grandchildren's reports of their liking for grandparents and grandchildren's emotional closeness
with grandparents (Harwood, [11]; Lin & Harwood, [22]). Given that communication satisfaction indicates an
interest and involvement in interactions (Hecht, [13]), it is likely that grandchildren's communication satisfaction
with their grandparents is related to their use of relational maintenance behaviors in the GC–GP relationship. To
investigate this idea, the following hypothesis is posited:

H2: According to grandchildren, their use of relational maintenance behaviors will be related directly to
perceived communication satisfaction with a grandparent.

Method
Participants
Participants (N = 238; Mage = 19.11, SD = 1.85; range = 18–37 years) were 89 male and 142 female (7 failed to
report their biological sex) undergraduate students enrolled in two introductory communication courses at a
large mid-Atlantic university. Of these participants, 148 were first-year students, 24 participants were
sophomores, 33 participants were juniors, and 27 participants were seniors (6 participants did not report their
academic standing). The participants reported on 69 grandfathers and 169 grandmothers whose ages ranged
from 56 to 96 years (M = 75.23, SD = 7.82) and lived, on average, 172 miles from them.

Procedures
The data were collected during regular class time the second week of the fall semester. Similar to Kam and
Hecht's ([18]) GC–GP study, the participants completed the questionnaires in reference to their general
interactions with their grandparents. However, considering the fact that only 25% of students at the university
where data were collected attend on-campus summer classes (L. P. Reinke, personal communication, November
19, 2009), it was assumed that most participants had, at minimum, visited their grandparents during the
summer and would, therefore, be able to recall their general interactions with their grandparents. Moreover, all
participants were informed of their rights to participate in the study according to institutional review board
protocols and those students who did not have a living grandparent were given the opportunity to complete a
questionnaire not related to this study.
Participants were instructed to identify the grandparent with whom they most recently communicated and then
to complete a series of instruments in reference to the identified grandparent. The identification of a
grandparent was required to ensure that the participants would complete all instruments in reference to a
specific grandparent.[2] These instruments were the Relational Maintenance Behaviors scale (Stafford et al.,
[39]), the Communication-Based Emotional Support scale (Weber & Patterson, [41]), and the Interpersonal
Communication Satisfaction Inventory (Hecht, [12]).

Instruments
The Relational Maintenance Behaviors scale is a 31-item instrument that measures participants' use of seven
relational maintenance behaviors (i.e., assurances, openness, conflict management, tasks, positivity, advice, and
networks) with a relational partner. In this study, participants were provided with directions on how to complete
the scale[3], and all 31 items were modified to reflect the GC–GP relationship. Sample modified items included,
"I tell my grandparent how much s/he means to me," and "I help my grandparent with household
responsibilities." Responses were solicited using a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). Previous reliability coefficients ranging from.62 to.93 have been obtained for the seven
behaviors (Goodboy & Myers, [8]; Myers & Glover, [28]; Stafford et al., [39]).
The Communication-Based Emotional Support scale is a 13-item instrument that measures the frequency with
which respondents perceive their relational partners to engage in communication-based emotional support. The
statements were modified in this study to reflect the GC–GP relationship. Sample modified items included, "My
grandparent shows genuine concern for my problems," and "My grandparent gives me good advice when I ask
for it." Responses were solicited using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (almost never true) to 5 (almost
always true). Previous reliability coefficients ranging from.83 to.94 have been obtained for this scale (Rittenour
et al., [34]; Weber et al., [41]; Weber & Patterson, [41]).

The Interpersonal Communication Satisfaction Inventory is a 19-item instrument that asks participants to
indicate their level of satisfaction with a particular communication episode. In this study, participants were
asked to report on their global communication satisfaction with their interactions with grandparents. The
statements were modified to reflect the GC–GP relationship. Sample modified items included, "I feel like I can
talk about anything with my grandparent," and "I am very satisfied with my conversations with my
grandparent." Responses were solicited using a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). Previous reliability coefficients ranging from.84 to.97 have been obtained for this scale (Floyd &
Morman, [6]; Hecht, [12]; Myers, [26]).

Results
Table 1 contains the mean, standard deviation, and Cronbach's coefficient alpha of each instrument used in this
study, as well as a correlation matrix of the variables examined in this study. The research question inquired
about the extent to which grandchildren use relational maintenance behaviors to maintain relationships with
their grandparents. In descending order, grandchildren used the positivity (M = 5.94, SD = 1.49), conflict
management (M = 5.71, SD = 1.46), tasks (M = 5.54, SD = 1.21), assurances (M = 5.37, SD = 1.17), networks
(M = 5.10, SD = 1.40), advice (M = 4.05, SD = 1.81), and openness (M = 3.86, SD = 1.40) relational maintenance
behaviors with their grandparents.

Table 1 Scale Means, Standard Deviations, Reliability Coefficients, and the Correlation Matrix
Variable
M
SD
α
1
2
3
1. Communication-based emotional support 50.59 10.19 .91 —
2. Communication satisfaction
101.34 19.80 .93 .70** —
3. Assurances
43.00 9.26 .90 .54** .49** —
4. Openness
27.13 9.75 .90 .62** .59** .70**
5. Conflict management
28.56 5.68 .86 .56** .58** .62**
6. Shared tasks
27.68 6.01 .85 .39** .37** .65**
7. Positivity
11.87 2.94 .89 .19* .24** .43**
8. Advice
8.12
3.61 .90 .39** .36** .50**
9. Social networks
10.19 2.74 .61 .55** .54** .66**

4

5

6

7

8

—
.53**
.50**
.20*
.68**
.65**

—
.65**
.55**
.42**
.55**

—
.49** —
.41** .17* —
.46** .34** .51**

To explore further the extent to which grandchildren use the seven relational maintenance behaviors with their
grandparents, the means of each relational maintenance behavior were then compared using a series of paired t
tests. The series of t tests revealed six significant differences in usage among the seven relational maintenance
behaviors. First, positivity was used more frequently than conflict management, t(242) = 3.24, p < .001; tasks,
t(242) = 5.24, p < .001; assurances, t(242) = 7.19, p < .001; networks, t(242) = 9.15, p < .001; advice,
t(242) = 14.93, p < .01; and openness, t(240) = 19.80, p < .001. Second, conflict management was used more
frequently than tasks, t(242) = 2.70, p < .01; assurances, t(243) = 5.33, p < .001; networks, t(242) = 8.18, p < .01;
advice, t(242) = 15.39, p < .001; and openness, t(241) = 22.87, p < .001. Third, tasks was used more frequently
than assurances, t(242) = 2.63, p < .01; networks, t(243) = 5.27, p < .001; advice, t(243) = 13.63, p < .001; and
openness, t(240) = 19.66, p < .001. Fourth, assurances was used more frequently than networks, t(242) = 3.82,
p < .001; advice, t(242) = 13.04, p < .001; and openness, t(241) = 23.24, p < .001. Fifth, networks was used more
frequently than advice, t(243) = 10.01, p < .001; and openness, t(240) = 14.42, p < .001. Sixth, advice was used
more frequently than openness, t(240) = 2.20, p < .05.
The first hypothesis, which was supported, predicted that according to grandchildren, their use of relational
maintenance behaviors would be related directly to perceived grandparent provision of communication-based
emotional support. Grandchildren's use of relational maintenance behaviors was correlated positively with
perceived grandparent provision of communication-based emotional support: openness, r = .62, p < .001;
conflict management, r = .59, p < .001; networks, r = .55, p < .001; assurances, r = .54, p < .001; advice, r = .39,
p < .001; tasks, r = .39, p < .001; and positivity, r = .19, p < .05.
The second hypothesis, which was also supported, predicted that according to grandchildren, their use of
relational maintenance behaviors would be related directly to perceived communication satisfaction with a
grandparent. Grandchildren's use of relational maintenance behaviors was correlated positively with perceived
communication satisfaction with grandparents: conflict management, r = .58, p < .001; openness, r = .56,
p < .001; networks, r = .54, p < .001; assurances, r = .49, p < .001; tasks, r = .37, p < .001; advice, r = .36, p < .001;
and positivity, r = .24, p < .001. A post hoc multiple regression analysis[4] revealed that perceived
communication satisfaction with grandparents was predicted by grandchildren's use of the conflict management
(β = .41, p < .001), openness (β = .38, p < .001), and networks relational maintenance behaviors (β = .25,
p < .001), R = .69, R2 = .47; F( 7, 224) = 28.61, p < .001. Assurances (β = −.04, p = .66), tasks (β = −.08, p = .28),
positivity (β = −.07, p = .26), and advice (β = −.13, p = .06) were not significant predictors.

Discussion
The GC–GP relationship literature suggests that grandchildren actively maintain relationships with their
grandparents while attending college (Hartshorne & Manaster, [9]). In an effort to link the GC–GP research with
the relational maintenance behaviors research, this study examined the relational maintenance behaviors young
adult college students use in their relationships with grandparents. Adhering to prior GC–GP research
investigating GC–GP emotional closeness (e.g., Harwood, [11]; Lin & Harwood, [22]), this study further examined
the association between grandchildren's use of relational maintenance behaviors and perceived grandparent
provision of communication-based emotional support and communication satisfaction with grandparents.
In this study, two general findings emerged. The first general finding was that grandchildren report using
relational maintenance behaviors with their grandparents. In examining the mean scores of the seven relational
maintenance behaviors, five of the seven behaviors (i.e., positivity, conflict management, tasks, assurances, and
networks) had mean scores above the midpoint (i.e., 4.0 on a 1–7 point scale), suggesting that grandchildren,
more often than not, use these behaviors in attempts to maintain their relationships with grandparents. As such,
grandchildren's use of the positivity, conflict management, and tasks maintenance behaviors may be attempts
to sustain a positive relationship with their grandparents as well as motivate the grandparents to spend more

time with them, a desire voiced by most grandchildren (Hartshorne & Manaster, [9]). The assurances
maintenance behavior may be used because many grandchildren feel it is important to express love and
affection for their grandparents (Kennedy, [19]) while simultaneously enabling them to maintain a connection
with their grandparents (Dunleavy & Martin, [4]). The networks maintenance behavior may emerge as a byproduct of the fact that most GC–GP interactions occur in conjunction with parents and relatives (Brussoni &
Boon, [1]).
Conversely, grandchildren use the advice and openness relational maintenance behaviors less often to sustain
their GC–GP relationships. Similar to findings obtained in studies on the use of relational maintenance behaviors
use among adult siblings (Eidsness & Myers, [5]; Myers, Brann, & Rittenour, [27]) and adult children with their
parents (Myers & Glover, [28]), it is possible that the openness maintenance behavior is used the least
frequently in the GC–GP relationship because it is not vital to sustain the GC–GP relationship. Unlike romantic
relationships and friendships that utilize self-disclosure, affectionate communication, and intimacy as a marker
of relational development (Eidsness & Myers, [5]), the GC–GP does not. Rather, due to their relational history
and embeddedness within the family context, grandchildren and grandparents develop a working knowledge of
each other that can exist independently of self-disclosure or intimate exchanges. In a similar vein, grandchildren
may be less likely to use the advice maintenance behavior with grandparents because grandparents are less apt
to seek advice or counsel from their grandchildren than they are from other, more experienced, family
members.
The second general finding was that when grandchildren report using relational maintenance behaviors with
their grandparents, they also perceive their grandparents as providing emotional support and report being
communicatively satisfied with their GC–GP relationship. This finding corroborates prior research conducted on
relational maintenance behaviors, albeit in a different relational context, which has established clearly that a
partner's use of relational maintenance behaviors is associated with the affective nature or tone of the
relationship across familial contexts (Mikkelson, [25]; Myers & Glover, [28]; Myers & Members of COM 200,
[30]; Serewicz et al., [28]; Vogl-Bauer et al., [40]).
Although the findings in this study are consistent with prior GC–GP research and relational maintenance
behaviors research, the GC–GP literature is suggestive of three limitations of this study. One limitation may be
the decision not to examine differences in GC–GP biological sex compositions as well as differences between
maternal and paternal GC–GP relationships as these variables are associated with grandchildren's
communicative behaviors with their grandparents. A second limitation may be the homogeneous sample, which
did not allow for comparisons of older and younger adult grandchildren's use of relational maintenance
behaviors with their grandparents. GC–GP interactions tend to decrease as the grandchild transitions from
young adulthood to older adult (Hodgson, [14]), which suggests that older adult grandchildren may not use
relational maintenance behaviors to the same extent as young adult grandchildren do. A third limitation may be
that this study solely utilized self- and other-reports of positive relational behaviors and perceptions. Future GC–
GP research should examine these ideas by corroborating data collected from both grandchildren and
grandparents.

Notes
Footnotes
1 *p < .01. **p < .001.
2 Unlike other close interpersonal relationships (e.g., romantic and friendship relationships), the grandchild–
grandparent (GC–GP) relationship is not strictly voluntary. Although family relationships often are
considered involuntary in terms of biological ties, Myers and Goodboy ([29]) noted that adults often

make a choice as to whether they will maintain family relationships (e.g., sibling relationships) as they
consider these relationships to be more voluntary than involuntary. Because adult grandchildren often
are geographically separated from their grandparents while in college, grandchildren may, in fact,
consciously decide on the extent to which they maintain their relationships with grandparents. Thus,
despite biological ties, the young adult GC–GP relationship may largely be voluntary.
3 Modifying the directions used by Stafford et al. ([39]), participants were provided with the following directions:
"Please indicate the extent to which each of the following statements accurately reflects the way that
you maintain your relationship with your grandparent. Do not indicate agreement with things that you
think you should do, or with things that you did at one time but no longer do. That is, think about the
everyday things you actually do in your relationship with your grandparent right now. Remember that
what you do to maintain your relationship can involve mundane or routine aspects of day-to-day life."
4 To assess whether multicollinearity existed among the seven independent variables (i.e., the seven relational
maintenance behaviors), the tolerance statistics and the variance inflation factor statistics (VIF) were
analyzed. In this analysis, among the seven relational maintenance behaviors, the lowest tolerance
statistic was.33 and the highest VIF statistic was 3.92. Using Mertler and Vannatta's ([24]) statements
that tolerance statistics that are.10 or less and VIF statistics that are >10 represent the presence of
multicollinearity, it was determined that multicollinearity did not exist.
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